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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction
This capstone project examines: How can a non-personal interpretive guide increase
place attachment for visitors, encourage the appropriate development of sustainable
community-based ecotourism, and increase knowledge of the desert and coastal ecosystems and
migratory whales of Baja Mexico? This project will create a plan for a non-personal guide that
can be used to bridge a language and time gap for English-speaking whale watchers who are
traveling from La Paz to Puerto Chale, Mexico to go on a whale-watching eco-tour with
Spanish-speaking guides. The non-personal guide will help visitors learn more about the desert
ecology they drive through to get to Puerto Chale, where they will meet up with their tour
guides. They will also learn about the coastal ecosystems and whales that migrate to the lagoons
where tours are held, as well as the culture and customs of the locals who have a history in that
place.
This chapter discusses the development of this project as well as my journey in selecting
this topic. This project has real-world applications and fills a gap for multiple parties, therefore it
is not only relevant for those people and groups, but also in the fields of interpretation,
whale-watching, and community-based ecotourism.
Contextual Background
Nature has always been central to my place in the world. Throughout my life, I have
enjoyed the great outdoors as a playground, a classroom, and something to cherish and protect. I
was born in a cabin in the woods to hippie parents who owned bee hives but no tv. I was taught
at an early age to live a life of peace and justice for all people, and to respect and care for the
Earth and the animals within it. I grew up in the era of playing outside until dinnertime, so the
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trees I climbed, the worms I dug, and the puddles I splashed in provided the backdrop for my
imagined adventures. I splashed in puddles and imagined I was swimming across the ocean, or
climbed trees and imagined I could climb onto the clouds in the sky. My mother’s vegetable
garden was an imaginary archeological dig site. When I was eight years old, my godmother
adopted a humpback whale in my name, and from then on, I wanted to study whales. I had
always had a deep empathy for animals but as soon as I learned what a marine biologist was, I
wanted to become one. I also did a lot of camping and fishing, and learned about wilderness
survival as a child. When I was 18, I went to the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness for
the first time. The Boundary Waters, as locals call it, is a stretch of 150 miles of protected and
undeveloped wilderness in Northern Minnesota at the US-Canada border. I learned how to
identify trees and tracks, how to prepare my tent site so that I wouldn’t get wet if it rained, and
why it was important to properly hang our food in a tree (which was accompanied by an
imaginary bear visit to my tent!) I learned to dig my own pit toilet, how to pack everything in
and out, and to leave no trace.
I was never discouraged by science as a child, but I was also never encouraged to pursue
it. A combination of sub-par science teachers and personal circumstances led me away from my
dream career as a marine biologist. Even so, I never lost my love of animals or the environment.
After 15 years in a career that did not fulfill my desire to learn and teach others about the
wonders of our natural world, combined with the increased crises of climate change and
biodiversity loss, I felt compelled to switch directions and seek out a new career that would
allow me to work for change and a better future for the generations to come. This mid-career
switch led me to Hamline University’s Natural Science and Environmental Education program.
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As a graduate student at Hamline University, I was lucky enough to take the first Whale
Ecology course offered in January 2022. This course took us on the same course that
whale-watching tourists take from La Paz to Puerto Chale. There we spent time researching the
whales and the ecologies present in and around Bahia Almeja. Our group was mixed in age,
occupational background, and scientific knowledge. Throughout the course, we learned a lot
about this beautiful remote location and its special visitor: the migratory gray whale. For me, the
course was a trip of a lifetime because it allowed me to get a first-hand glimpse into the life of a
marine biologist.
By the end of the course, I felt compelled to continue my involvement and wanted to find
a way to work with Eco-Migrations, the company that hosted us. Following the course, we
discovered that my capstone project could be used to help Eco-Migrations build a plan for the
kind of interpretive guide they need to bridge the language barrier gap for their customers.
Rationale
The plan for this guide will help ensure that the community’s welfare and the welfare of
the whales and the environment are kept in the forefront, and are prioritized over a profits for
profit’s sake business model. This plan will also serve as a learning tool for visitors. The more
they are able to learn about the area, the more they will appreciate it, remember it, and maybe
even feel urged to help protect it.
Filling the Existing Language Gap
An English-language interpretive guide would fill the existing language gap between
tourists and guides. Many visitors do not speak Spanish and most tour guides do not speak
English. Due to the language barrier, many visitors are unable to interact much with the
fishermen who are their guides on the water, so there is a lot of interesting information they miss
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and do not learn while on the boats. An audio and/or visual-based tour would act as a supplement
to the whale watching experience, and could be used before, during, and after the tour. This
supplement would enrich the ecotours and experiences of visitors by teaching them about the
whales, their tour guides, and the ecology of the coastal waters and desert in Baja California,
Mexico.
Using the Distance Traveled as Part of the Tour
The distance traveled to and from Puerto Chale takes over four hours to drive. This span
of time could be filled with information to help visitors understand where they are and where
they are going. Visitors could also use this time to learn about the whales, the land and sea, the
fisherman and villages, as well as conservation, climate change, issues of abundance and
scarcity, and various other features of the Baja California Sur biome.
Components of the Plan
This capstone project will include conducting interviews from locals of Puerto Chale
about their histories, stories of the whales, and their hopes for the future of their community. The
project will also feature results from a survey of students and staff who have participated in the
Hamline University Whale Ecology course, to find out what they think would make the most
useful content in the guide. The plan will include specifics on how to build the guide, whether it
be by mobile app, website, or other system of communication.
The research for the plan will focus on the sub-topics of the capstone question to ensure
that the guide will increase place attachment for visitors, encourage the appropriate development
of sustainable community-based ecotourism, and increase knowledge of the desert and coastal
ecosystems and migratory whales of Baja Mexico.
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Conclusion
This project is an exciting opportunity to work with local villagers, ecotourists and
scientists, and other like-minded educator students on a real-world outcome. The development of
this project and my journey to finding this topic has been richly rewarding, and I endeavor to
produce a plan for a guide that has relevance for local people and visiting groups, as well as the
broader fields of interpretation, whale watching, and community-based ecotourism.
Chapter Two explores the literature and previous research conducted on interpretation,
community-based ecotourism, and the theory of place attachment. Chapter two is a literature
review of place attachment, community-based ecotourism, and the study of interpretation.
Chapter three describes the project created, which is to create a plan for a non-personal
interpretive guide that can be used by ecotour companies in remote areas with whale-watching
tourists. The goal of this research is to create an interpretive guide that answers the question of
my capstone project: How can a non-personal interpretive guide increase place attachment for
visitors, encourage the appropriate development of sustainable community-based ecotourism,
and increase knowledge of the desert and coastal ecosystems and migratory whales of Baja
Mexico?

15
CHAPTER TWO
Literature Review
Introduction
This chapter explores current and past research conducted in the areas of
community-based ecotourism, place attachment, and interpretation of natural sites. Existing
literature in these areas provides a basis of understanding for this capstone project, which is to
plan a non-personal interpretive guide for ecotourism companies and is aimed at whale-watchers
in Baja Mexico. To prepare for this project, the main question is: How can a non-personal
interpretive guide increase place attachment for visitors, encourage the appropriate development
of sustainable community-based ecotourism, and increase knowledge of the desert and coastal
ecosystems and migratory whales of Baja Mexico?
Community-based ecotourism (CBET) is a sustainable way of promoting economic and
environmental development, so that small communities and the environments around them all
thrive. Creating a non-personal plan for an interpretive guide in a remote area of Mexico must
responsibly be planned with a CBET focus because any other plan would put too much risk on
the community and/or the ecology of the area. A non-CBET guide might exploit and endanger
the whales or exclude locals from benefiting economically from a successful whale-watching
business opportunity. The non-personal interpretive guide will bridge a language gap between
tour guides and visitors to the area, as most locals do not speak English and most tourists do not
speak Spanish. This guide will help visitors understand and appreciate the local culture, the
desert biome, the coastal waters, and the whales they mean to visit. If appropriately planned, the
guide will help visitors have such a positive experience that they develop the feeling of place
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attachment. This can help them remember the visit positively, tell others about it, and perhaps be
urged to take conservation action either for the whales or in some other way in their lives.
Community-Based Ecotourism
In 1972, the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm,
Sweden first promoted the concept of eco-development (Dangi & Jamal, 2016). “International
Ecotourism Society (2015), defines ecotourism as environmentally responsible travel to natural
areas that conserve the environment, sustain the well-being of local people, while providing
interpretation and education to visitors” (Acquah et al., 2017, p.1). Based on the context of
conservation theory and practice, community-based ecotourism (CBET) is a form of
community-based natural resource management (Mohd Noh et al., 2020).
CBET is centrally concerned with visitor learning and education (Walter, 2016).
However, as a variant of community development, it aims not only to help conserve the natural
environment, but also to preserve local and indigenous cultures, and contribute to the livelihood
of local communities (Walter, 2016). As such, CBET encompasses visitor experiences in nature:
wilderness treks, encounters with megafauna such as elephants, dolphins, and bears; physical and
mental challenges associated with adventure tourism: rock climbing, kayaking, and caving; and
cross-cultural experiences: staying with a local host family, eating local foods, and learning a
foreign language (Walter, 2016).
Community-based tourism is driven by local communities who have a sense of ownership
of the industry, and are affected by the economic gains and losses. Community-based ecotourism
also has an environmental conservation focus. A community approach to conservation is
important to local communities because it enhances their sense of ownership and encourages
healthy community development and involvement in any advances in the economy that may

17
occur, while also developing programs that utilize sustainable conservation practices. It is
important to develop tourism in communities thoughtfully and to include local members so that
they have ownership and opportunities to provide input from the beginning, rather than solely
relying on outside investors and stakeholders.
The keys to translating knowledge into action are ownership and empowerment (Russell,
2002). Those who act are those who have a deep personal understanding of the issues, and their
human and environmental implications, and feel a personal investment in addressing and solving
the problems. Those who act are those who feel that they can make a difference and who know
how to do so (Russell, 2002).
Ecotourism’s Impact
Much research has been done to study the effects of ecotourism on local populations. In a
study by Acquah et al. (2017), it was found that the socio-cultural impacts of ecotourism
activities in the park-adjacent communities around Mole National Park, Kakum National Park,
and Shai Hills Resource Reserve in Ghana, held numerous positive socio-cultural benefits and
outweighed the negative impacts. As such, the local populations were positive towards
ecotourism and what it offered their communities. In the study, 648 local villager respondents
were interviewed. Results revealed that although increased ecotourism caused a loss of farm and
pasture lands, inflated prices for goods and services, and increased pressure on existing
infrastructure, it brought more benefits in the form of increased awareness and respect for local
culture. These positive outcomes greatly increased support for conservation, which positively
aligned local people to the ecotourism economy of the area.
As for whale watching in particular, the right balance must be struck between economic
benefits to locals and sustainable practices for the whales and their ecosystems. There are many
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costs associated with whale watching. “Potential costs from whale watching include pollution
from boats, litter, trampling of sensitive coastal areas, exhaust emissions from transport of
visitors to a site, the immediate social or long-term environmental strain on a community's
infrastructure, and, more directly, the possible disturbance to individual whales or the reduced
fitness of whale populations ” (Hoyt, 2005, p.146). The social impacts can include “job losses in
some sectors, strain on local services due to influx of tourists, and the potential for conflicts with
local fishing, boat, and other community interests due to perceived ‘invasion’ of whale watchers.
Economic impacts can include infrastructure problems from more whale watchers than the local
economy and whale watching industry can support" (Hoyt, 2005, p. 150).
Connection to Local Communities. In Baja California Sur, Mexico, ecotourism at the
community level is an important economic option for village development and sustainability.
Whale-watching ecotours can bring much-needed economic gains for part of the winter season
when commercial fishing is not allowed in these remote rural villages around the protected
lagoons of Bahia Magdalena and Almeja. Tourists who come from La Paz to see the whales can
be introduced to these small but vibrant communities, their customs, and the ecology of the
desert and rich coastal waters. With the development of a non-personal interpretive guide to
bridge the language gap that is currently a challenge, many of these tourists can have
once-in-a-lifetime experiences that emotionally bind them to these places. This emotional place
attachment could spur them on to ecological action to help conserve the whales or other
environmental action in their home areas.
Community-based ecotourism is generally recognized to be a worthwhile and viable
venture by central and local governments, traditional leadership structures, development
agencies, non-governmental organizations, and local residents “because the numerous positive
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socio-cultural impact(s) of ecotourism outweigh the negative impacts” (Acquah et al., 2017, p.
1). Murphy’s (1985) seminal book on community-based tourism describes community-based
tourism as sustainable tourism combined with additional emphasis on community engagement
and development. Community-based ecotourism includes the host community in the planning
and development of the tourism industry and is commonly understood to be managed and owned
by the community, and for the community. The local community is the protector of the natural
environment and resources, and they are also experts in cultural activities and environmental
histories (Ismael et al., 2021). Community members that have ownership in the economy and
ecotourism practices and understand the ecological importance of their area will seek to preserve
it in a sustainable way that will conserve the natural environment as well as future generations
that live in these communities.
Baja California, Mexico
Baja California, Mexico (Baja) is a long, thin peninsula that juts out into the Pacific
Ocean and is separated from mainland Mexico by the Sea of Cortez. Baja lies directly south of
the southern border of California. This long, thin stretch of land is mostly surrounded by water,
but is almost entirely made up of desert. There are very few natural sources of fresh water in
Baja, which has made it difficult to develop. Most inhabitants live in small villages along the
coast where they are able to make a living by fishing.
The scarcity of water and other resources on land is in direct opposition to the
richness of the coastal waters of the Pacific Ocean. Carried by the California Current, the
upwelling of nutrients along the coast results in one of the most nutrient-rich areas in the world.
These waters play host to North Pacific gray whales, who migrate each winter to breed and give
birth to their young. They mainly congregate in the warm, nutrient-rich, protected waters of
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Laguna San Ignacio, Bahia Magdalena, and Bahia Almeja, all of which lie on the Southwestern
coast of the Baja peninsula in the state of Baja California Sur. Because this area is so important
to the conservation of the species, the waters are protected and fishing is not commercially
allowed during the months that the whales are in residence (UNESCO, 2018). The combination
of the whales and the fishing restriction has created a perfect opportunity for local fishermen to
switch gears and become whale-watching tour guides for a few months of every year.
Community-Based Ecotourism in Baja. Social values based on conservation influence
the type of benefits now sought from marine wildlife interactions, such as the trend toward
non-consumptive viewing of wild whales and dolphins, rather than killing them out of fear or a
lack of understanding or capturing them for shows in aquariums (Hoyt, 2001). These new
environmental and amenity values of cetaceans (whales and dolphins) as ‘charismatic
megafauna’ have underpinned the rapid worldwide growth in whale and dolphin watching as a
marine tourism activity (Hoyt, 2001). In 2008, over 13 million people went on whale-watching
tours in 119 countries, generating an income of US $2 billion in coastal economies every year
(IFAW, 2009). The economic and conservation benefits of cetacean tours are supported by
organizations such as the Pacific Whale Foundation, Whale and Dolphin Conservation, and
Whales Alive (Zeppel, 2014). Dedicated websites enable enthusiasts to vicariously follow whale
migration and pod activity, and monitor changing ocean conditions (Zeppel, 2014). All of these
factors show that the shifts in social values toward a focus on conservation have created
substantial economic support for the preservation of biodiversity in our changing climate.
In Mexico, President de la Madrid created Latin America’s largest nature preserve in
1988 at 2.5 million hectares, or 6.2 million acres. El Vizcaíno Biosphere Reserve represents one
of Mexico’s most ambitious efforts to protect the unique flora, fauna, and cultural heritage in the
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area (UNESCO, 2018). In 1993, UNESCO declared the nature preserve a World Heritage site,
affirming the Mexican government’s commitment to maintaining an environment where fishing,
resource extraction, and whale watching tourism are balanced against environmental protection
(UNESCO, 2018).
This ensured an environment conducive to whales, and hence the whale watching
industry was at the center of the Mexican government’s efforts (Fischer, 2018). The El Vizcaíno
Biosphere Reserve strictly regulates visitor comportment (see Figure 1). For example, there are
limits on the total number of people and group size allowed in Laguna San Ignacio: a ranger
stands on shore counting the number of people in each boat. Comisión Nacional de Áreas
Naturales Protegidas, or National Commission of Natural Protected Areas, requires each visitor

Figure 1. Map of El Vizcaino Biosphere Reserve.

Credit: Cetationhabitat.org

to purchase a daily use permit and be accompanied by a government-approved local
guide (CONANP, 2018). There are explicit restrictions on permitted activities during the
breeding and calving season, for instance there is no swimming with or chasing the whales, and
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no more than two boats can simultaneously approach a whale.
One area of particular interest is how the local population regards whale-watching
tourism versus the fishing industry. As the owner of Camp Cortez (2019) explained, “one of the
most important aspects of the whale watching industry is that it gives the lagoon a chance to rest
and recover” (Smith et al., 2019, p. 7). During the whale breeding and calving season, the
Mexican government permits only two fishing boats in the water at any given time (Smith et al.,
2019). If it were not for the economic benefit to local residents from whale-watching tourism,
this could lead to significant financial hardship. In fact, the fishermen have come to appreciate
that the fallow period gives the lagoon a chance to recover from the fishing season. “During the
four months of whale breeding and calving, the fish population is able to rebound. Local
fishermen, who work as boat drivers for the whale watching tours, indicate that the fish
population has not yet returned to pre-1980 numbers, but the size of their catches has stabilized
at sustainable levels” (Smith et al., 2019, pp. 8-9).
Due to the importance of this area for the conservation of the gray whale species, the
waters are protected and fishing is not commercially allowed during the months that the whales
are in residence (UNESCO, 2018). The protected lagoon waters where the whales congregate
and the fishing is partially restricted have created a perfect opportunity for local fishermen to
switch gears and become whale-watching tour guides for a few months of every year.
Community-based ecotourism is an important economic benefit to the remote
communities along the western coast of the Baja California peninsula who do not have a lot of
other options for their survival. Their involvement in the planning and execution of the whale
watching industry is important not just for them but for the conservation of the whales. Instead of
fearing the whales or thinking without a conservation-minded approach to the whales, the locals
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can reap the rewards of owning their own ecotour companies and have a second source of
income during that time of year.
Appropriate Development
Successful development of community-based ecotourism is not easily achievable. A
community’s capacity varies from one geography and one culture to another. It takes a high level
of community participation to inspire community members to participate and contribute to the
development of community ecotourism programs, especially when brought in by outsiders
(Mohd Noh et al., 2020). A much higher level of participation is needed for local communities to
migrate from their conventional and traditional ways of life to a more sustainable one. They must
do this by living a balanced life between a consistent economical income from conserving nature
and from educating tourists about the importance of protecting nature (Mohd Noh et al., 2020).
In other words, they can’t operate an ecotourism business focused on rainforest conservation by
day, and clear-cut those same forests by night. They have to be educated enough about the
importance of conservation issues and practices to learn how to survive without the overuse of
their ecosystems. The economic benefits have to equal or outweigh these changes in behavior to
create a viable economy in the long run for their survival with this new livelihood.
A key to the success of a community-based ecotourism operation is the active
involvement and participation of the local community in the earliest stages of development. This
will create a higher sense of belonging and make any tourism development more likely to be
sustainable for the long term (Mohd Noh et al., 2020). By increasing the community’s capacity
towards understanding tourism, it would be easier for the community members to participate in
tourism (Mohd Noh et al., 2020).
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Transformative Learning
Environmental education helps us to understand natural ecosystems, conservation, and
the role of communities in preserving the environment. The purpose of environmental education
is to teach and educate people about environmental functions and emphasize how our behaviors
can affect the sustainability of an ecosystem. Environmental education is the backbone of
ecotourism, citizen science, and much of environmental research (Aswita, 2018). Environmental
education is essential, not only for tourists but also for host communities, for the protection and
conservation of the natural environment around tourist destinations (Ismael et al., 2021).
In a community-based ecotourism environment, visitors can learn about outdoor survival
skills, community development, environmental conservation, cultural preservation, and how to
increase their commitment for social change. They learn these things by participating in
conservation activities, from their tour guide, from an indigenous expert, or even by staying in
the home of someone where they are traveling. The outcomes of their increased awareness can
include economic development, environmental conservation, cross-cultural exchange, and the
revival of traditional knowledge (Aswita, 2018).
The keys to translating knowledge into action are ownership and empowerment. Those
who act are those who have a deep personal understanding of the issues, and their human and
environmental implications and feel a personal investment in addressing and solving the
problems. Those who act are those who feel that they can make a difference and who know how
to do so (Russell, 2002).
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Mezirow’s Model. Being involved in community-based ecotourism opportunities can
bring about deep transformational shifts. Walter (2016, as cited by Taylor & Cranton, 2012)
addresses Mezirow’s model of transformative learning, first popularized in the early 1990s,
which established a theory on transformative learning that has grown to attain a position of
central importance to the field of adult education (Walter, 2016 as cited by Taylor & Cranton,
2012).
Briefly stated, Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning is a way of learning in which
an adult first experiences a ‘disorienting dilemma’ which causes them to question and revise
previously unexamined frames of reference (Walter, 2016 as cited by Taylor & Cranton, 2012).
This revision of people’s previous knowledge and experience ultimately brings about a more
open-minded, reflective, and well-justified worldview (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. Mezirow’s Model
researchgate.net

Credit:
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Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning has been applied to understand the
development of environmental consciousness (Walter, 2016). Visitor encounters with wilderness
landscapes, wild animals, and other forms of immersion in nature may evoke strong emotional
experiences of awe, wonderment, or transcendence. Such experiences may engage the five
senses, and can be profoundly spiritual, and emotionally and physically restorative (Walter,
2016).
Disorienting Dilemma. The more we learn about the environment and develop this
environmental consciousness, the more likely we are to have strong emotional experiences that
produce restorative, transcendent, or spiritual emotions (Walter, 2016). These strong feelings can
create disorienting dilemmas within us that may then stimulate subsequent stages of
transformative learning (Walter, 2016). This can include a highly emotional self-examination, the
questioning of one’s assumptions and worldview, a recognition of shared discontent with others,
an action planning process, acquisition of new skills and knowledge, trying out new roles, the
building of competence and confidence, and finally, reintegration of a new perspective into one’s
life (Walter, 2016). As a result of their experiences, volunteers may become less self-centered,
less materialistic, more conscious of the importance of family and community, and more
involved in social justice advocacy (Walter, 2016). The end result of experiencing these
‘disorienting dilemmas,’ in response to the environment, can lead to the desire to make concrete
change, and take action to protect and conserve it, i.e. place attachment (Walter, 2016).
Outdoor educators and scholars argue that direct experiences with nature are imperative
for evoking a sense of wonder and curiosity, and for facilitating the development of relationships
with other life forms and the places they inhabit (Russell, 2002 as cited in Bell, 1997; Weston,
1996). The role of conservation and advocacy in whale watching interpretation creates an ideal
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environment for a strong affective transition in visitors, from caring about to caring for the
environment (Russell, 2002).
The most important factor for increasing affection and creating a connection to place in
whale watchers is to ensure they see the value and interconnectedness of all life (Orams, 1995).
Both critical environmental educators and humane educators argue that we need to replace
anthropocentrism with biocentrism, the belief that everything in the biosphere has intrinsic value
and an equal right to exist alongside humans, that the natural world is not just a resource for
human use, and that all life forms are inextricably interconnected (Russell, 2002). The next
section will discuss how the use of attachment theories in the fields of interpretation can increase
people’s desire to protect the places that they care about.
Place Attachment
There are many similar definitions and theories that explain how people form
attachments. Duan & Wang (2018) found that attachment theory originates from the relationships
between mother and child, person and person, and personal and specific things. Their research
finds that place attachment shows an emotional relationship between people and places. Ren et
al. (2015) defined place attachment as individual emotional involvement in and belongingness to
a place.Similarly, Song and Kuwahara (2016) regarded place attachment as individual
belongingness to a special place, the user feeling the combination with the place to generate
emotion and the meaning and feelings of the environment to a user. Castellanos-Verdugo et al.
(2016) defined place attachment as an individual identity to and evaluation of a special place (all
cited by Duan & Wang, 2018). According to Cheng et al. (2016), place attachment refers to the
process whereby an individual’s experiences with both the physical and social aspects of an
environment result in the development of strong emotional bonds with that place.

28
In other words, place attachment points to the bonding or emotional connections that
individuals share with places. According to (and cited by) Marie & Zaki (2018), previous sources
have used several terms to describe the relation between people and places. These include sense
of place (Jorgensen & Stedman, 2001; Hawke, 2011), neighborhood attachment (Lewicka, 2010),
place attachment (Guiliani & Feldman, 1993), and connectedness to nature (Gosling & Williams,
2010). Recent literature agrees that place attachment is the most widespread term used
(Ramkissoon et al., 2013a, cited by Marie & Zaki, 2018).
Cheng & Wu (2015) found several more definitions about place attachment and place
affection in their research: individuals’ positive affection toward specific places (Giuliani, 2003;
Hidalgo & Hernandez, 2001; Mesch & Manor, 1998; Riley, 1992; Williams & Vaske, 2003);
affection refers to individuals’ favor, appreciation, and concern for the environment; Moore and
Graefe (1994) noted that when tourists are influenced by the quality of a destination’s
recreational activities or its heritage, they gain respect and express inner affection for the
destination, particularly the symbolic meaning or belongingness, and even a sense of centrality
and objectivity; many previous studies demonstrated that place attachment positively influences
environmentally responsible behavior (Ramkissoon et al., 2012; Ramkissoon, Weiler, & Smith,
2013; Ramkissoon, Smith, & Weiler, 2013; Vaske & Kobrin, 2001). As the previously stated
research and definitions attest, when tourists are knowledgeable about, care for, respect, and have
high levels of attachment to a destination, they are more likely to demonstrate positive behaviors,
such as prevention or active protection for the given place.
Within science education, the term ‘affect’ is used to discuss interest, motivation,
attitudes, beliefs, self-confidence, and self-efficacy. It is the root of the word ‘affection’ and it
plays a vital role in the related roles of interpretation and science education. Whether in the
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classroom or on a whale-watching boat, there is far more to teaching people about the natural
world than a simple transfer of facts and figures. The role of emotions in teaching and tourism
guiding is well documented. When science teachers talk about their work, they must also recount
episodes of wonder, delight, and excitement. This helps people see the emotional bonds and
relationships that can exist and allows people to believe they might also find the confidence to
know and care about these things (Alsop, 2003). Successful whale-watching interpreters do the
same.
The Role of Place Attachment in Conservation
Halpenny (2010, cited by Cheng & Wu, 2015) indicated that environmental degradation
is often considered to be human-driven. Environmental sensitivity is an individual’s affective
characteristic to perceive environments with empathy (Peterson, 1982; Stapp, 1974, cited by
Cheng & Wu, 2015). In a quantitative study by Cheng & Wu (2015) results are summarized as
follows: (1) in the relationship between tourists’ environmental knowledge and environmental
sensitivity, a high level of environmental knowledge is associated with a stronger environmental
sensitivity; (2) in the relationship between tourists’ environmental sensitivity and place
attachment, when tourists are highly sensitive to the destination, their place attachment will be
more significant; (3) in the relationship between environmental sensitivity and environmentally
responsible behavior, stronger environmental sensitivity is associated with stronger
environmentally responsible behavior toward the destination; and (4) in the relationship between
place attachment and environmentally responsible behavior, higher place attachment enhances
environmentally responsible behavior. The structural model of this study shows that
environmental knowledge and environmental sensitivity can effectively enhance tourists’ place
attachment and reinforce environmentally responsible behavior.
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The Importance of Place Attachment for Visitors
As the studies and definitions above attest, the more we know about a place, the more
likely we are to care for it and protect it. Huang and Shih (2009, cited by Cheng & Wu, 2015)
suggested that environmental knowledge is related to an understanding and concern regarding
natural environments, and encourages an individual’s stronger responsibility for environmental
protection. Reflection has long been recognized as an important, perhaps even necessary
component of experiential learning, or learning from doing (Packer & Ballantyne, 2013).
Visitor mindfulness is a necessary but not sufficient precursor to the kind of learning that
ecotourism aims to encourage. In order to facilitate meaningful and lasting changes in visitors’
environmental behaviors, ecotourism operators need to encourage visitors to intentionally reflect
on their experience and its meaning for their lives, and to make concrete and achievable plans for
changes they will make in response to their experience.
The twin concepts of mindfulness and mindlessness have been used in tourism research
to explore visitors’ responses to the interpretation offered at natural and cultural heritage
attractions (Moscardo, 1996, 1999; Moscardo and Pearce, 1986), and more recently, to support a
mindfulness model of tourist experiences (Moscardo, 2009). A mindful tourist is actively
engaged, aware of multiple or alternative perspectives, and alert to new information.
However, changes in behavior, the ultimate goal of environmental education, do not come
easily. Packer & Ballantyne (2013) argued that for visitor environmental behavior change to be
achieved, more than facilitating visitor mindfulness and experiential engagement is usually
required. They argued that it is also important to introduce reflection into the process of
interpretive learning, that is the deliberate attempt to process the events, integrate them with
previous knowledge, and make choices about future actions. Reflection can be brought about
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through the use of storytelling and open-ended questioning. According to Packer & Ballantyne,
these methodologies help make meaning for visitors through the processes of experiential
learning.
Research in the context of wildlife-based ecotourism experiences (Ballantyne et al., 2011)
has found evidence of the four stages of the experiential learning cycle, which includes 1) having
a concrete experience, 2) experiencing reflective observation, 3) understanding abstract
conceptualism, and 4) participating in active experimentation. In their study, visitors’ responses
four months after participating in a wildlife tourism experience (the concrete experience) showed
evidence of reflective observation through which they had processed and created meaning from
their experience. Some visitors appeared to have come to a new understanding of their
environmental responsibility (abstract conceptualization) which they had attempted to translate
into new ecological practices in their everyday lives (active experimentation). This process is
illustrated by the following comments made by visitors to four different wildlife tourism sites:
1. I saw the turtles walk to the sea (concrete experience) and I felt that humans need to
protect them (reflective observation); the world is for all of us (abstract
conceptualization). (Turtle-viewing ecotourist)
2. I felt completely relaxed watching them (concrete experience) and panicked at the same
time as to how to protect these amazing animals (reflective observation, abstract
conceptualization). (Whale-watching ecotourist)
Although only a minority of visitors progressed through the full cycle of experiencing,
reflecting, thinking, and acting, the fact that some did provides evidence of the potential of
ecotourism experiences to have a lasting and life-changing impact (Packer & Ballantyne, 2013).
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Overall, almost half of the respondents displayed evidence that they had reflected on or
cognitively processed the implications of what they had seen or heard.
The importance of reflection in the process of learning from the ecotourism experience
has also been confirmed quantitatively by Ballantyne, Packer, and Falk (2011). The extent to
which visitors reported having engaged in reflection during their wildlife tourism experience was
one of a few variables that were predictive of short- and long-term environmental learning
outcomes. Similarly, activities that encouraged a reflective response were among the most
successful in facilitating school students’ learning from their experiences in natural environments
(Ballantyne, Anderson, and Packer, 2010; Ballantyne and Packer, 2009).
Emotions and feelings should be considered important sources of experiential knowledge.
Reflection can provide a process for integrating sensations, perceptions, feelings, emotions,
memories, and ideas together, with old and new information, to make new meanings. Addressing
feelings is an important element of the reflective process.
Emotional responses alone, however, are not enough to bring about lasting changes in
attitudes and behaviors. “The benefits for participants on marine wildlife tours are realized when
the affective (emotional) benefits and excitement of seeing unique marine life are integrated with
the cognitive (education) benefits of learning new facts about marine wildlife” (Packer &
Ballantyne, 2013).
One of the significant factors that can influence tourists' engagement in
pro-environmental behaviors is attachment to a specific place (Halpenny, 2010 as cited by Marie
& Zaki, 2018). Place attachment has been identified as an antecedent to environmentally
responsible behaviors of visitors in both natural and cultural settings. Prior studies revealed that
positive attachment to a particular place was associated with the willingness of visitors to protect
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this place (Vaske & Kobrin, 2001; Halpenny, 2010; Ramkissoon et al., 2012, 2013a, as cited by
Marie & Zaki, 2018).
In a study on the Penghu Islands, Cheng & Wu (2015) found that higher levels of
tourists’ environmental knowledge about the islands were associated with stronger
environmental sensitivity, which is positively associated with place attachment. The extent of
place attachment to Penghu as perceived by tourists is also positively associated with stronger
environmentally responsible behavior. When tourists are highly sensitive to the attraction, they
are more likely to exhibit environmentally responsible behavior (Cheng & Wu, 2015). For
example, Townsend (2000, cited by Cheng & Wu, 2015) stated that divers’ environmental
knowledge helps enhance their skills and they show responsible behaviors that reduce their
impact on dive environments.
Marie & Zaki (2018) conducted research aimed at examining the influence of place
attachment on the pro-environmental behavior of tourists in the district of Old Cairo. Using a
structured questionnaire to collect the primary data from a sample of 400 local and foreign
visitors to Old Cairo, the study found that place attachment was positively correlated with the
pro-environmental behavior of visitors; as place attachment increases, the likelihood of
pro-environmental behaviors among visitors also increases. Thus, to enhance pro-environmental
behaviors, ecotourism managers and interpreters can enhance the efficiency of their management
plan including interpretation programs to develop new mechanisms that foster visitors'
attachment (Marie & Zaki, 2018).
A study by Subramaniam et al. (2020) analyzed the influence of place attachment on the
pro-environmental behavior of ecotourists in Taman Negara National Park (TNNP), Pahang. The
study was conducted via a survey of 387 local and international ecotourists to examine the
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relationship between the four dimensions of place attachment - place identity, place affects, place
dependence and place social bonding- on ecotourist behavior. The outcomes of the research
suggest that place dependence and place identity significantly influence the ecotourists
pro-environmental behavior intention but not their actual behavior (Subramaniam et al., 2020).
Regardless, interpretive guides should increase visitors’ knowledge of the local
environment, attempt to increase place attachment, and spur them into further action in the areas
of sustainability. One way to increase place attachment is in the local community, who can
directly contribute to sustainable initiative and reap the benefits of a healthy and thriving local
ecosystem.
Community Vitality
To promote ecotourism, it is important to consider the involvement, interactions, and
relationships of people in host communities. Ecotourism can provide communities with alternate
ways to earn a living that are sustainable, and long-term, for the surrounding ecology.
Ecotourism host communities face multiple environmental challenges associated with
sustainable development. Examples include increased water consumption, waste management,
greenhouse gas emissions related to travel, accommodation, and leisure activities as well as the
conservation of cultural heritage (UNEP, 2011 as cited by Marie & Zaki, 2018). Visitors may
also unknowingly damage the environment in and around host communities. An influx of
tourism to an area brings an increase in economic benefits, but can also cause a heavy burden on
the environment. It becomes an inevitable economic activity affecting the environment. (Duan &
Wang, 2018). Consequently, “encouraging tourists to adopt environmentally responsible
behaviors and increasing place attachment can be a powerful tool for fostering sustainability in
these destinations” (Brown et al., 2010 as cited by Marie & Zaki, 2018, p. 146).
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Empathy and Place Attachment
Close personal encounters with whales in the wild can provide a range of psychological,
emotional, educational, and conservation benefits for visitors. They can also motivate visitors to
develop a respect for marine life, become more environmentally responsible, form place
attachment, and participate in marine conservation efforts. Interpretation programs that highlight
whale biology and human impacts also influence visitor attitudes, beliefs, and conservation
outcomes. “Linking affective and cognitive responses to experiencing wild cetaceans increases
environmental awareness, changes visitor attitudes, modifies intentions to act
pro-environmentally, and fosters conservation appreciation and actions by marine tourists”
(Zeppel, 2014, p. 122). “The thrilling aspects of cetaceans as ‘nature’s spectacle’ need to be
matched by their growing role as ‘green messengers’ for marine conservation. Wild cetacean
tours need to engage visitors and deliver effective conservation messages about marine life and
ecosystems, while also cautiously managing the visitor desire for close interactions with whales
and dolphins” (Zeppel, 2014, p. 123).
Recent research by Tătărușanu (2021) finds that four principles of interpretation can
increase place attachment in visitors. The first principle is to help visitors to better understand the
impacts of human activities and the need for environmental protection in the area. The second
principle is to facilitate visitors’ experience of all five sense
s during the tour, which can encourage an increase in empathy and concern for a place.
The third principle is about encouraging people to embark on self-discovery and active searches
for wildlife. The fourth principle is to create interpretation styles or guides that can adapt to the
interests and motivations of visitors that come with different life experiences, cultural
awarenesses, and interests (Tătărușanu, 2021).
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Orams (1995) recommends that guides could provide opportunities for people to take
action during or immediately following a tour. Petitions to sign, environmental organizations to
join, environmentally friendly products to buy, activities on-board (clean up the boat) or
afterward (a beach clean up) could all count to engage visitors and offer them an active role in
conservation. Participants of the International Workshop on the Educational Values of
Whalewatching generated the following ideas to provide visitors on or just after completion of a
tour: encourage monetary gifts for research and education, join an NGO or mailing list to receive
further information, give to an ‘adopt a whale’ program, and even by requesting that visitors
send copies of their best pictures to add to the photo ID catalog (or social media profiles) of the
tour company or organization (IFAW, 1997). It is important to note, however, that, while useful,
all of these suggestions require only superficial involvement; they are examples of 'domestic
environmentalism' (Sandilands, 1993). None of these activities genuinely challenge the status
quo by grappling with 'root causes' such as rampant consumerism and globalized capitalism,
conflicts based on dwindling resources, and the interconnections of environmental and social
oppressions (Russell, 2002).
Ideally, participants in an ecotourism experience will be led to question their previously
held attitudes and beliefs and make commitments to new ways of interacting with the world.
They need to be encouraged to think deeply and reflect on what they have seen and heard and
make a personal response (Packer & Ballantyne, 2013).
Some actions that interpretive guides might take to encourage and facilitate reflective
processes include: providing a time and space for reflection; promoting emotional engagement;
highlighting the importance of reflective activity; encouraging imagination; providing
opportunities for interpersonal interaction, questioning, and discussion; maintaining contact with
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visitors after the experience. It has been suggested that mindfulness is the first step toward
engaging visitors in reflective activities. Moscardo (2009) and her colleagues have identified a
number of factors that encourage mindfulness, including encouraging a variety of activities,
checking on visitor comfort, creating opportunities for multisensory stimulation and interactivity,
and encouraging a view from differing philosophical perspectives.
According to Packer & Ballantyne (2013), to increase place attachment, interpretation
dealing with emotional issues should be guided by five principles, which are also relevant in
dealing with environmental issues. First, narrative and personal storytelling should occupy a
central place and provide multiple points of personal connection with visitors. Second, despair
should be balanced with hope, providing visitors with a way to deal with their feelings and move
forward. Third, the presentation of historical evidence balanced with interpretation should leave
visitors feeling educated, rather than persuaded. Fourth, interpretation should provide space for
reflection, encouraging visitors to personalize and internalize their learning. Finally, interpretive
guides should focus on the past to inform the future, providing visitors with a way of learning
from the mistakes of others and contributing to building a better future for all.
Packer & Ballantyne (2013) state that reflection is often the missing link between
ecotourism experiences and environmental actions. They argue that guides should provide
experiences that encourage visitors to not only remain mindful but also engage in intentional
reflective activities.
According to Wijeratne et al. (2014), guides act as role models for emotional expression.
They convey appropriate messages to visitors by carefully selecting verbal and non-verbal cues
that identify an appropriate emotional expression that is relevant to the intended conservation
outcomes. This establishes an emotional connection between the visitor, the location, and the
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conservation-based message. It is important to note that visitors’ perceptions of and responses to
an experience are, in part, dependent upon the embodiment of an appropriate emotional display
in guides. In a non-personal guide, it would be important to incorporate a series of personal
elements from locals, scientists, and interpreters who can share an appropriate emotional display
to visitors through an audio or written story. The desire to share passionate, difficult, or
heartbreaking stories or anecdotes of encounters with whales reflects the increasing interest in
the role of storytelling and narrative in interpretation and speaks to the importance of affect in
attitude formation (Russell, 2002).
Interpretive Guides
“Interpretive research is still in its infancy…interpretation is disadvantaged by not having
a coherent professional language based on shared theory and understanding. Without a
foundational conceptual and theoretical base, it is difficult for interpreters and researchers to
generate the necessary support from potential funders, politicians, administrators, and managers”
(Hvenegaard et al, 2009, p. 213). Tilden (1957) first coined the term “interpretation”. He (as
cited by Ivey & Bixler, 2013, p. 1) defined interpretation as being “an educational activity which
aims to reveal meanings and relationships through the use of original objects, by firsthand
experience, and by illustrative media, rather than simply to communicate factual information”.
The 2008 Interpretation Canada Guide (as cited by Hvenegaard et al, 2009, p. 202) described
interpretation as a communication process designed to reveal meanings and relationships of
cultural and natural heritage to the public, through first-hand involvement with an object, artifact,
landscape, or site.
The critical role of interpretive guides, whether personal or non-personal, in fostering
sustainable wildlife tourism is well established in the literature (Ballantyne et al., 2009; Curtin,
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2010; Moscardo, 2013; Moscardo et al., 2004; Weiler & Black, 2015; Weiler & Ham, 2001; as
cited by Walker & Weiler, 2017). Hvenegaard et al. (2009, p. 202) went on to state that
interpretation “depends on information, but seeks to reveal meanings based on that information
so that visitors increase knowledge… deepen understanding (and are provoked) to develop
appreciation, respect, and a sense of responsibility to those protected places being interpreted.”
Accordingly, interpretation should not be the mere transfer of information to others.
Rather it should leave visitors better informed and with a desire to know more. Finally,
interpretation should provide challenges or opportunities to visitors, to act on this new sense of
respect in a way that will benefit the ecological integrity of national parks or other natural areas
(Hvenegaard et al., 2009). Just as interpretation is more than a transfer of information, it also
differs from environmental education. While the two may overlap quite a bit in content, it is
generally agreed that environmental educators will have a captive audience, while interpreters
will have a volunteer audience (Knudson, Cable, & Beck, 2003).
Types of Interpretation and Their Roles
Interpretation serves four main roles. First, interpretation can help to reduce
environmental impacts by highlighting appropriate activities in sensitive areas where interpreters
and tour guides often describe species and habitats of concern. Second, interpretation can be used
to alleviate social impacts by involving local communities and redirecting traffic. Third, by
providing additional opportunities for visitors, interpretation can improve local economic
impacts by increasing the number of days that visitors stay in an area. Ecotourists tend to donate
more money to conservation than general tourists, but they need additional interpretation to
encourage them to do so. Finally, interpretation responds to the ecotourists’ need for awareness
and understanding of a park’s natural features (Hvenegaard et al, 2009).
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Interpretation takes two basic forms. One form is personal interpretation, which involves
direct contact between the interpreter and the visitor, such as a guided hike. The other form is
non-personal interpretation, which connects visitors with inanimate interpretive media like signs,
apps, and publications (Hvenegaard et al, 2009). Publications provide more detailed information
and can be taken home as souvenirs and referred to many times after a visit. Websites can be
referenced off-site, allowing the visitors to be better informed about unique park features,
opportunities, and services prior to their visits (Hvenegaard et al, 2009). It is worth noting that
research shows “the effectiveness of interpretation seems to be increased through the provision
of several types of interpretative media, as various types of visitors with different motivations
will either ignore interpretation altogether or will access only certain types of interpretation in
certain locations” (Porter and Howard, 2002;Manning, 2003; cited by Hvenegaard et al, 2009, p.
221).
Effective Planning for Interpretive Guides
An effective non-personal guide may be easy to access but can be quite difficult to
successfully develop, for a myriad of reasons. Perhaps the largest challenge is to effectively
impart meaning and connection between a place and the user. Without the personal connection of
an interpretive guide, it may be difficult to impart the level of emotional connection needed for
visitors to assume place attachment (and therefore be inspired to take conservation action).
One way to increase connections for visitors is to include personal stories of real people
from the place being visited in the non-personal guide. For a whale ecology tour, those who have
the most intimate relationships with whales, that is, the researchers or interpreters who are out on
the water day after day, need to share their stories of encounters with whales and their world
(Russell, 2002). These stories can be narrated onto audio clips and added to apps, websites, or
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fixed stations. Photographs and videos can be added to further the connection between visitors
and a place or species.
Another way to increase the success rate of a non-personal guide is through careful
planning. Without planning, interpretive programs can easily become ineffective or redundant.
Several planning models are available for interpretation. The model by Sharpe et al. (1994)
involves seven logical steps. “The interpretive planner should work with other management
specialists to determine objectives, take inventory, analyze data, synthesize alternatives, develop
the plan, implement the plan, and evaluate and revise the plan” (Hvenegaard et al, 2009, p. 225).
Another interpretation planning model by McArthur (1998) requires three key stages for
successful interpretation. The first stage is to define a target audience, gaining an understanding
of the group’s demographics, motivations, expectations, and satisfactions. The second stage is to
determine the content and structure of the interpretive message. This is considered within the
hierarchy of interpretive themes, concepts, and messages. The third step is to select a technique,
and understand its inherent advantages and disadvantages (Hvenegaard et al, 2009).
The Guiding Model presented by Walker & Moscardo (2014) is an outcome of their
empirical research which aims to specifically identify and link the elements of the ecotourism
experience and associated interpretation with tourists’ experiential outcomes and intentional
post-experience sustainable behaviors. The Guiding Model proposes the use of interpretation to
move tourists upward through a pyramid of experience. This four-level pyramid links benefits to
personal values and perceptions by encouraging them to reflect more deeply upon their
experience, its personal significance, and its potential impact on subsequent environmental
behaviors. The interpretive facilitation of tourists’ engagement in this cognitive process has been
called the Personal Insight Interpretive Approach, or PIIA. It involves asking tourists a series of
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simple questions to initially identify the ‘best’ things about the ecotourism experience and what
makes these the best thing, effectively eliciting attributes (Level 1) and perceived benefits (Level
2). This discussion is followed by queries as to why or in what way these are personally
important to encourage the deeper consideration and reflection of personal values (Level 3) and
insights (Level 4), identified in the model as being feelings of appreciation, global perspectives,
environmental responsibility, care or concern contributes to the co-creation of the experiential
outcomes and can help facilitate the guide’s concluding and more provocative, transformative
question in this sequence, that is “whether they are inspired to adopt any particular
environmental actions or behaviors, or make any changes in their lives as a consequence of this
experience” (Walker & Weiler, 2017, p. 276).
Technological Considerations
The results of a study by Coghlan and Carter (2020) shows that researchers are interested
in developing apps for interpreting natural resources and evaluating the perceived differences
between the interpretation in real life vs. in virtual reality (Hofman et al., 2021) or see whether
visitors prefer low-intensity interpretation or highly technological interpretation (Healy et al.,
2016). In nature-based tourism, research indicates that visitors want to interact with nature and
admire its beauty in fresh ways. They appreciate the methods of interpretation that encourage
them to live new and interesting experiences (Tătărușanu, 2021).
The onset of the Covid-19 pandemic has opened new doors of experimentation
and has accelerated the development of new technologies that improve the visitor’s experience,
even with the significant decrease in travel and tourism. “Nearly 70% of the European museums
have increased their online presence since they were closed at the beginning of the pandemic.
After 3 weeks of being closed to the public, 80% of the museums amplified their online activity

43
in response to the overall increased visibility of digital cultural heritage on the internet” (Viñals
et al., 2019, p. 2). In this context, non-personal interpretation has almost entirely taken the place
of personal methods of presenting interpretation. Natural site managers have become
increasingly convinced of the usefulness of interpretation through virtual or augmented reality
platforms, which allow interaction in the virtual environment with staff, participation at events,
concerts, and interactive games on smart devices (Tătărușanu, 2021).
Even though whale watching ecotours take place in-person and on-site, these virtual
advances in other areas of tourism help solidify the goal of creating a complimentary
non-personal guide for whale-watching, which can be referred to before, during, and after the
tour. These changes in our collective ability to gather, explore, and learn freely have opened up
new channels of possibilities for interpretation. In rural areas like Puerto Chale and the Bahia
Almejas area of Baja California, Mexico, this could mean an exciting new opportunity to create a
guide that bridges the language gap between boat captains and whale watchers who drive long
distances from La Paz. While whale watchers may find the experience of seeing whales
exhilarating, there is so much more to learn from the experience that visitors could take back
with them into their regular lives, with the addition of a non-personal tour to bridge the language
gap that currently exists.
Once the language barrier has been eliminated, the best way to create an interpretive
guide is to give visitors a broad overview of the area, in terms of how people and the ecosystem
cohabitate through scientific facts, personal stories, and ways for visitors to take part in the
conservation process, either on site or at home. Forestell (1993) argues that when building an
interpretive guide, there should be more emphasis on sharing scientific information and
ecosystem dynamics with visitors. The International Workshop stressed that it is important to
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include information about the local environment as a whole, local natural history and geography,
basic biological and behavioral information about cetaceans, conservation values, as well as
information about species other than whales that may be seen (IFAW, 1997, p. 18) (Russell,
2002). A key factor in Russell’s research found that the best thing a good interpretive guide can
do is to find a balance between too much and not enough information.
Effectiveness of Interpretation
Ecotourists’ desire to learn about the natural world emphasizes the need for effective
interpretation by ecotourism operators. In a study by Weiler & Smith (2009) of zoo visitors,
findings confirm and extend previous research that the cognitive impact of interpretation was
greater with multiple layers of interpretation. When they are well-conceived and informed by
sound research, communication efforts can instill positive attitudes toward wildlife and foster
appropriate behavior. This in turn yields benefits that not only compensate for but also outweigh
any negative aspects of keeping and exhibiting wildlife in captivity or interrupting wildlife
during an ecotour (Tribe, 2004).
The same study found that no individual interpretive medium performed better in terms
of any of the ten indicators of visitor cognitive, affective, and behavioral outcomes. Results
suggest that the more types of media that are used to communicate with visitors, the greater the
impact will be. Each additional layer of interpretation produced higher mean scores on every
indicator, many of which were statistically higher (Weiler & Smith, 2009).
Interpretation in Remote Areas. As an industry, ecotourism has maintained significant
global growth (Ballantyne & Packer, 2013), with a particular component of the market emerging:
the interactive, non-captive, marine wildlife experience. Many of these marine wildlife
experiences are in nations just developing this type of tourism, as they transition the use of their
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ocean resources from catching and eating marine animals, to creating an ecotourism industry that
supports the survival of marine animals (Cunningham, Huijbens, & Wearing, 2012). As a result,
there is often minimal management experience or expertise among the host community, or even
access to training in this type of tourism (Walker & Weiler, 2017). The future of ecotourism is
dependent upon not only operational best practices and management but also the extent to which
such experiences contribute to positive change in pro-environmental awareness, attitudes, and
behaviors of local guides and tourists (Walker & Weiler, 2017). Locals at ecotourism destinations
in developing countries can have quite different socio-cultural and socio-environmental
ideologies to that of a Western-orientated ecotourism philosophy and may lack the underpinning
environmental perspectives more commonly found among those trained as interpretive guides in
developed countries, and thus normally associated with guiding in a sustainable manner. It is also
unlikely that they will have experienced training that promotes pro-environmental attitudes and
behaviors that will support the conservation of marine species, many of which are migratory or
nomadic (Walker & Weiler, 2017). A non-personal guide can be a bridge for local people in
tourist destinations as well as the visitors themselves. Encouraging local people to learn about
the ecologically important facts of the place they inhabit will encourage them to promote active
participation in the creation of a sustainable economic system that improves their livelihood
without degrading the environment.
Conclusion
This chapter explores current and past research conducted in the areas of
community-based ecotourism, place attachment, and the non-personal interpretation of natural
sites. Existing literature in these areas provided a basis of understanding for this capstone project,
which is to plan a non-personal interpretive guide for whale-watchers in Baja Mexico. To prepare
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for this project, the main research question is: How can a non-personal interpretive guide
increase place attachment for visitors, encourage the appropriate development of sustainable
community-based ecotourism, and increase knowledge of the desert and coastal ecosystems and
migratory whales of Baja Mexico?
Research found in this chapter shows that community-based ecotourism (CBET) is a
sustainable way of promoting economic and environmental development, providing means for
communities and the environments around them with the tools needed to thrive over time.
Creating a non-personal plan for an interpretive guide in a remote area of Mexico must
responsibly be planned with a CBET focus because any other plan would put too much risk on
the community and/or the ecology of the area. This chapter has also shown that the non-personal
interpretive guide can help visitors understand and appreciate the local culture, the desert biome,
the coastal waters, and the whales they mean to visit. If the guide is appropriately planned and
used, visitors will have such a positive experience that they develop the feeling of place
attachment. This can help them remember the visit positively, tell others about it, and perhaps be
urged to take conservation action either for the whales or in some other way in their lives.
The next chapter explores the how the plan for this non-personal guide is carried out by
using surveys, interviews, and an analysis of previous research. Interviews were conducted with
residents of Puerto Chale, Mexico, who have many stories and histories to share about the area.
These personal stories are included in the interpretive guide, to help establish a relational bond
between visitors and the area/whales, which may increase future visits, advocacy, environmental
interest, and habitual improvements. Hamline University students who have taken the Whale
Ecology class to this area of Mexico are surveyed to research which topics would, in their minds,
contribute best to the guide. The Eco-Migrations team, which leads the scientific expeditions and
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research in Bahia Almejas are also consulted in the development of the guide since they are the
end-users of the first prototype of the guide.
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CHAPTER THREE
Project Description
Introduction
This chapter explores the methods for the research question: How can a non-personal
interpretive guide increase place attachment for visitors, encourage the appropriate development
of sustainable community-based ecotourism, and increase knowledge of the desert and coastal
ecosystems and migratory whales of Baja Mexico? My role in this project is to develop and
manage data collection and outline the scope and plan for a non-personal guide, with the
assistance of a content expert in Mexico and content reviewers in the US who have been to La
Paz and Bahia Almejas in Baja California, Mexico. The goal at the end of this project is to create
a plan that can successfully mediate the challenges faced by whale watchers and ecotourism
companies, alike. For the purposes of this project, these challenges include a language barrier,
the remote location of the whales, and the lack of internet or cellular connectivity for the use of a
virtual guide.
Research was conducted in June and July of 2022 through a mixed-methods approach
and includes surveys, interviews, and an analysis of previous research. Local residents of a Bahia
Almejas village that hosts whale tours were interviewed for their local knowledge and stories,
via an interpreter. University students that have traveled the route from La Paz to Bahia Almejas
were surveyed to inform the content that should be included in the guide. The content expert of
this project also advised on the content and technology used to create the guide. Data collected in
June and July was analyzed by a committee in July and August of 2022. Effective
implementation of this project leads to a plan that is flexible enough for use in any remote
tourism location or utilized as a strictly remote guide for paying visitors or students online.
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Setting
The remote lagoons that many whales migrate to in Baja California Sur are remote
enough to have protected them from natural and human elements for millennia (Hillman &
Connor, 2010), but this also creates a number of challenges for whale watchers and ecotourism
companies that provide whale watching services. One issue is language. Many visitors do not
speak Spanish and many times the guides only speak Spanish. Another challenge is the length of
time it takes to get from La Paz, where most visitors originate from, and Bahia Almejas, where
the whales are located. The travel time between La Paz and the whale watching area is
approximately 2 hours each way. A third challenge is that cellular service is required to operate
many types of virtual interpretive platforms. Because this area is remote, the population is
sparse, and internet and cellular access are extremely limited.
Due to this set of limitations, this project plans for a downloadable play-and-go
non-personal guide. This type of virtual guide can be brought along and played during the
commute between La Paz to the whale watching area, and then back to La Paz. The use of a
smartphone or tablet is necessary so these devices may be available to rent if visitors do not own
one. Because of the distance traveled, between 2-4 hours’ worth of content is accessible. One
option for the guide is to create short bursts of audio that play at intervals throughout the journey.
Further study may be required to find the best program, whether it is a website, mobile app, or
another downloadable program.
The guide is interactive enough to allow users to move forward and backward through the
guide, hear audio clips, see photographs, read written materials, and watch video clips. The
content itself includes personal stories, factual information about natural features of the
landscape, seascape, cultural populations, and history of the area. The language barrier,
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combined with the travel time between La Paz and the whale watching area, as well as the
necessity for information to be shared, all create gaps that can be filled by a non-personal
interpretive guide.
Project Overview
This project creates a plan for a non-personal interpretive guide, directed toward whale
watchers in Baja California Sur, Mexico, to increase place attachment in visitors, support the
development of sustainable community-based ecotourism, and increase knowledge of the Baja
California desert and coastal biomes. The main draw for visitors to this area is the migratory gray
whales that inhabit the coastal waters off the western side of Baja California Sur each year
during the winter months. The whales feed off the rich coastal waters, breed, and give birth to
their young in the protected lagoons up and down the western coastline. The main audience for
this project is the ecotourism companies such as those in the coastal waters of Baja California
Sur. The indirect audience for this project is the English-speaking adult visitors that make up the
majority of whale-watching visitors to the area. A combination of literature review, quantitative
surveys, and qualitative interviews were collected to advise on the best practices in the
development of this plan. Technological limitations were also considered. The data and the plan
will be assessed by a committee of ecotourism guides, university professors, and the content
readers and content experts of this project.
Place Attachment
To create a plan that increases place attachment in whale watchers to Baja California Sur,
a survey was conducted with Hamline University students who took the Whale Ecology NSED
7798 class in this area of Mexico in January 2022. These students traveled the same route from
La Paz, therefore their input is similar to those of visiting whale watchers in the area. Their

51
interview consisted of questions about what they wondered about or might have found curious
during the drive pertaining to the natural landscape, people and culture, and Pacific coast. If they
were to take the trip for the first time again with an audio tour to guide them, what would they
wish it would include? An online survey program was used to survey the students. The survey
questions were developed by the author and content expert. For the purpose of this project, the
content expert is a member of a local ecotour and scientific research team that currently studies
the gray whales of the Bahia Almejas lagoon and works with local villagers to develop
sustainable ecotourism.
For the purposes of this project, the Personal Insight Interpretive Approach is used to
plan the content and rhythm of the non-personal guide. Using this approach, the guide asks
tourists a series of simple questions to initially identify the ‘best’ things about the ecotourism
experience and what makes these the best thing, effectively eliciting attributes (Level 1) and
perceived benefits (Level 2). This is followed by queries as to why or how these benefits are
personally important, which will encourage the deeper consideration and reflection of personal
values (Level 3) and insights (Level 4). Working through these levels within the guide, visitors
may become aware of feelings of appreciation, shifts in global perspectives, and an increased
sense of environmental responsibility.
Knowledge of Baja California Sur Biomes
To increase knowledge of the Baja California biome, the content expert was also
consulted for the development of information topics to include in the guide. Topics under review
currently include: the Sonoran mountains and desert geography and ecology; the nutrient-filled
currents and their effects on the coastal waters of Baja California Sur; North Pacific gray whales
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and their biology, migration patterns, life cycles, and threats; other life in the water; and an
introduction to the local culture and people.
Promotion of Sustainable Ecotourism
Local people were interviewed to assess their level of interest in this project and the idea
of community-based ecotourism. Their ideas and ownership of that objective are vital for the
success of their community’s economy and a sustainable future for the area. Multiple boat
captains, guides, and residents of Puerto Chale, Mexico, who have many stories and histories to
share about the whales, the sea, the desert, and the history of the area were interviewed. These
personal stories help establish a relational bond between visitors and the area and whales, which
will increase future visits, advocacy, environmental interest, and habitual improvements. Their
addition has helped shape the non-personal guide. The content expert worked with the author to
develop interview questions for use in the future with local people. When interviews are
conducted, audio recordings and photos will be taken with consent, so recordings and
photographs can be used in the guide.The use of interviews in non-personal guides will help
make the guides feel more personal to visitors, and increase the likelihood of place attachment.
Supportive Literature
By exploring literature on the subject of non-personal interpretive guides, it has been
found that very little research has been done on the subject of web-based interpretation. Since the
onset of the COVID pandemic in 2019, many informal education outlets have had to take
interpretation online, and many virtual platforms have been developed over the last few years.
This, in turn, has provided a new backdrop for research. Reviewed literature supports the
common sense that a virtual or non-personal experience is not as rich or fulfilling as visiting a
site in person, but when done well, it is still a rewarding experience and it creates universal
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accessibility for people of different physical abilities (Zaytsev et al., 2003; Viñals et al., 2021).
More importantly, the literature suggests that a virtual non-personal guide can further enhance an
in-person visit when used in tandem (Viñals et al., 2021).
Audience
There are two main audience groups for this research plan. An example of a direct
audience is ecotourism companies who are interested in developing non-personal guides to
bridge the interpretive gap caused by language barriers between visitors and local guides. Direct
audience companies are numerous in the Baja California Sur peninsula. With proper
development, an interactive guide like this could be used anywhere and would be especially
useful to companies operating in rural areas with little to no cellular signal.
Indirect audiences for this plan are the visitors and tourists that are the end-users of the
interpretive guide. This audience is made up of visitors of all ages to the Baja California Sur
peninsula. The initial plan for this guide focuses on adult learners. Future modifications can be
made for children and people who are visually or hearing impaired. Although adults are the focus
for the guide, they may come from varied educational and cultural backgrounds, therefore, the
language is kept clear and simple, catering to a middle school level. Because adults learn
differently, care is taken to create a plan for a guide that caters to their motivations and different
learning styles.
Adults learn best when convinced of the need for knowing the information. The key to
using adults’ learning-focused motivators is done by finding a reason that learning the
information would be useful to them (Russell, 2003). Another factor to consider is that adults, as
with children, have varied learning styles. The main learning styles are visual, auditory, and
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kinesthetic. Since the interpretive guide will be non-personal and cannot be customized to each
visitor, teaching methodologies for all three learning styles will be implemented in the guide.
Timeline
The main timeframe of this project occured between June and August of 2022. Within
this timeframe, surveys of university students and interviews with local people that live around
coastal lagoons were developed, conducted, and analyzed. Development of survey and interview
questions were developed on June 20. Surveys were sent to university students on June 21, with
responses submitted by July 10. Interview questions were developed on June 20 and were
conducted, recorded, and translated on the schedule of translators, with the completion date of
July 15. Data assessment was conducted in July. A final assessment of the results and plan for
the interpretive guide was completed on August 12.
Assessment
Data collected for this project was assessed by a project committee, consisting of the
author, content readers, university professors, and content experts. Previous literature about
interpretive guides, virtual guides, whale watching studies, and the field of sustainable
ecotourism was also assessed to create a well-rounded and effective plan for a non-personal
interpretive guide. Interviews collected from local villagers and ecotour guides are considered
qualitative data and will be used to support sustainable ecotourism and increase the idea of place
attachment for visitors. Surveys collected from university students that have traveled to the area
to study whales are considered quantitative data. The results inform how to introduce content
topics, which topics to include, where to start new topics, and what the best delivery technique is.
Further study may be conducted with groups from Hamline University that attend the Whale
Ecology NSED class to use a prototype of the guide and offer suggestions for improvement.
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Conclusion
This chapter explores the details of this capstone project: the methods of creating a plan
for a non-personal interpretive guide that increases place attachment for visitors, encourages the
appropriate development of sustainable community-based ecotourism, and increases knowledge
of the desert and coastal ecosystems and migratory whales of Baja Mexico. Developing the plan
for the interpretive guide incorporates the use of surveys, interviews, and analysis of previous
research. Local residents of a Bahia Almejas village that hosts whale tours were interviewed for
their local knowledge and stories. University students that have traveled the route from La Paz to
Bahia Almejas were surveyed to inform content for the guide. The content expert and content
readers of this project advised on the content and technology used to create the guide.
The goal at the end of this project is to create a plan for an interpretive guide that can
successfully mediate the challenges faced by whale watchers and ecotourism companies, alike.
These challenges include a language barrier, the remote location of the whales, and the lack of
internet or cellular connectivity for the use of a virtual guide. An adult audience is the focus of
the first iteration of this guide, with adaptations for children and other users at a later date. The
main audience for this project, or the plan for the guide, is ecotourism companies such as those
found in the Baja California peninsula. An effective implementation of this project leads to a
plan that can be used to create interpretive guides that are flexible enough for use in any remote
tourism location, or to be used as a strictly remote guide for paying visitors or students online.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Reflection
Introduction
Land-locked lovers of the ocean like me have to be creative to fuel their passion for salt
and sea. It takes work and sacrifice to continually find ways to return to this faraway body of
water that I love so much. Through a whale ecology class co-led by Hamline University and
Ecology Project International, I built the relationships necessary to blend my love of ocean and
whales with my love of sharing information and imparting knowledge to build a capstone
project. This chapter reflects on the research I’ve done to explore my main question: How can a
non-personal interpretive guide increase place attachment for visitors, encourage the
appropriate development of sustainable community-based ecotourism, and increase knowledge
of the desert and coastal ecosystems and migratory whales of Baja Mexico?
This chapter also discusses how the project may be of use for practitioners, educators and
the public. Because the project was to plan for an interpretive guide for a real company, this
project will have a lasting impact on the way that guide is developed, implemented, and
experienced. This project may also impact small communities that rely on ecotourism for a
portion of their livelihood. It is possible that if implemented well, the plan I’ve created could
help other developing communities and ecotourism industries in remote areas in Mexico or
globally. Currently there is no plan in place to make this available to the public, but future work
could be done in this area.
This project has given me the means to share the idea that we must all do our part to care
for one another and the world around us, if we are to make it a better place and leave it better
than we found it. While I am unsure how much direct work I will do with this project to get the
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non-personal interpretive guide into production, I would like to be involved in some capacity in
the future, to keep the momentum going that I’ve started in the final months of my graduate
tenure.
Creating the Capstone Project
Driving through the desert this past January, on my way to an island research station in a
remote area of Baja California Sur, Mexico, I was struck by the beauty, wildness, and remoteness
of the landscape. I was struck by the inherent toughness of the people living in this area, in awe
of their resourcefulness. During this two-hour drive, I was full of anticipation and curiosity,
wishing there was a way to learn more about what I was seeing as I sped past, and wondering
how to prepare for what I would find at the end of the drive. On the return drive, after four days
immersed in whale and coastal ecology, I was tired and fulfilled, but still had lingering questions
left unanswered.
While I learned so much during my Whale Ecology course, I left thinking about the
missed opportunity to learn during the car trip to and from our island destination. I also wanted
to do more for the area around Bahia Magdalena, for the whales that migrate there, and for the
people that live on its shores. In truth, this capstone project, which focuses on creating an
interpretive guide that can increase knowledge, emotional attachment, and support local
communities to grow sustainably, was my answer to having experienced emotional attachment to
a place and wanting to take real action to conserve and protect it.
Connecting with Eco-Migrations to work on this project has been incredibly fulfilling
because I know that my work will be used to create an interpretive guide that will be of real
benefit to the area.
Learnings from the Literature Review
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Reflecting on the subtopics of my literature review, multiple areas of research made a big
impact on the final project. I found key concepts highly valuable in each subtopic of
community-based ecotourism, place attachment, and interpretation.
Community-Based Ecotourism
Community-based ecotourism (CBET) is a sustainable way of promoting economic and
environmental development, so that small communities and the environments around them all
thrive. Successful development of community-based ecotourism is not easily achievable. The
research of Mohd Noh et al. (2020) was imperative to my capstone. They wrote that a
community’s capacity varies from one geography and one culture to another and that it takes a
high level of community participation to inspire community members to participate and
contribute to the development of community ecotourism programs, especially when brought in
by outsiders.
Mohd Noh et al. (2020) also made the point that a much higher level of participation is
needed for local communities to alter their conventional and traditional ways of life to a more
sustainable one. They must find an honest balance between a consistent economical income from
conserving nature and from educating tourists about the importance of protecting nature. In other
words, they can’t operate an ecotourism business focused on rainforest conservation by day, and
clear-cut those same forests by night. They have to be educated enough about the importance of
conservation issues and practices to learn how to survive without the overuse of their
ecosystems. The economic benefits have to equal or outweigh these changes in behavior to
create a viable economy in the long run for their survival with this new livelihood.
A key to the success of a community-based ecotourism operation is the active
involvement and participation of the local community in the earliest stages of development. This
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will create a higher sense of belonging and make any tourism development more likely to be
sustainable for the long term (Mohd Noh et al., 2020). By increasing the community’s capacity
towards understanding tourism, it would be easier for the community members to participate in
tourism (Mohd Noh et al., 2020).
Reflecting on these findings, I can’t imagine how difficult it would be for a community to
make such a shift in livelihood, increase their knowledge of environmental sustainability and
conservation efforts, and learn how to attract tourists, run small businesses, and all the other
details needed to create a vibrant community-based ecotourism economy. Much of this change
would need to come from outside groups who are committed to the community and the
ecological treasures found in their area. Developing trust and mutual respect between locals and
outsiders would take a great deal of time and money. It would truly have to be a labor of love on
the part of outsiders and some measure of desire or desperation for change as well as tenacity on
the part of the local community.
Place Attachment
The importance of well-developed community-based ecotourism can make all the
difference for visitors as well as the health and future of communities they visit. When tourists
are knowledgeable about, care for, respect, and have high levels of attachment to a destination,
they are more likely to demonstrate positive behaviors, such as prevention or active protection
for the given place, telling others about the place positively, and returning or influencing others
to visit there.
The most important factor for increasing affection and creating a connection to place in
whale watchers is to ensure they see the value and interconnectedness of all life (Orams, 1995).
The research of Constance Russell was highly valuable to this project. She has researched
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whale-watching as a method of establishing place attachment in tourists. Her findings agree with
Orams (1995) when she concluded that we need to replace anthropocentrism with biocentrism,
the belief that everything in the biosphere has intrinsic value and an equal right to exist alongside
humans, that the natural world is not just a resource for human use, and that all life forms are
inextricably interconnected (Russell, 2002).
Russell (2002) also argues that the keys to translating knowledge into action are
ownership and empowerment. Those who act are those who have a deep personal understanding
of the issues, and their human and environmental implications and feel a personal investment in
addressing and solving the problems. Those who act are those who feel that they can make a
difference and who know how to do so.
These findings point to the importance of adequate and transformative interpretation in
ecotourism as well as environmental education.
Interpretation
Hvengaard et al (2009) wrote that interpretation should not be the mere transfer of
information to others. Rather it should leave visitors better informed and with a desire to know
more. They also wrote that interpretation should provide challenges or opportunities to visitors,
to act on this new sense of respect in a way that will benefit the ecological integrity of national
parks or other natural areas.
Russell’s research (2002) points to the importance of interpretation by stating that one
way to increase connections for visitors is to include personal stories of real people from the
place being visited in the non-personal guide. For a whale ecology tour, those who have the most
intimate relationships with whales, that is, the researchers or interpreters who are out on the
water day after day, need to share their stories of encounters with whales and their world.
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Walker and Weiler (2017) shed important insights on this project in relation to
community-based ecotourism and interpretation. Their research found that locals at ecotourism
destinations in developing countries can have quite different socio-cultural and
socio-environmental ideologies to that of a Western-orientated ecotourism philosophy and may
lack the underpinning environmental perspectives more commonly found among those trained as
interpretive guides in developed countries, and thus normally associated with guiding in a
sustainable manner. It is also unlikely that they will have experienced training that promotes
pro-environmental attitudes and behaviors that will support the conservation of marine species
(Walker & Weiler, 2017).
Interpretation is about more than the simple transfer of knowledge. It is about respectfully
speaking into culture, history, and scientific fact in a way that reaches people’s hearts and minds.
A non-personal guide can be a bridge for local people in tourist destinations as well as the
visitors themselves. Encouraging local people to learn about the ecologically important facts of
the place they inhabit will encourage them to promote active participation in the creation of a
sustainable economic system that improves their livelihood without degrading the environment.
Possible Implications
Implications of this project could lead to a growth in economic development of remote
whale-watching destinations in Baja California Sur, Mexico, due to an increase in ecotourism.
Multiple means of expansion are included in the project plan for local communities to more fully
engage visitors beyond whale watching. If growth is done at the local level in a slow and
sustainable manner, with enough outside support from similarly minded groups like
Eco-Migrations, the local community could thrive over time without damaging the environment
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around them. Conversely, if the community develops non-sustainable economic growth and/or
degrades the environment in the process, much damage could be done in the name of progress.
Project Limitations
This project was mainly limited by scope, resources, and geography. Ideally, this project
would have included the plan, content, and full implementation of a non-personal interpretive
guide by Eco-Migrations in Baja California Sur, Mexico. Unfortunately, the scope of work
needed to build the content and fully develop a guide falls well outside the scope of a capstone
project. After dissuading me from attempting to take the guide to completion, Dr. Patty Born
helped me shape the idea of my project as a research plan that would lay a foundation for a
future guide.
A lack of resources and the geographical distance between Baja California Sur and my
location in Minnesota kept me from doing more on-the-ground research, including the interviews
of local fishermen and boat captains in Puerto Chale. My content expert was willing but
ultimately unable to complete the interviews in my place, so they are mentioned in the project as
future tasks that must be completed during the content collection process, which I hope will
happen after my project has come to a close.
Personal Areas of Growth
Throughout this capstone project, I’ve enjoyed finding, reviewing, and analyzing the
research of my subtopics. This is the largest body of work I’ve ever produced and I definitely
wrestled mentally with losing sight of the entire project. I found myself getting a bit lost in the
details of research, but when I needed to mentally pan out to think about the project as a whole, it
was very challenging for me. In retrospect, I think having three subtopics that wove in and out of
one another was helpful, but also a little disorienting. If my project allowed me to separate each
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subtopic, it may have been a little easier to work on each piece separately, and then bring things
together at the end. I also enjoyed reading the projects of my peers and helping edit them. It was
a benefit to my own work to read and reflect on theirs.
As a writer, I have felt challenged by the changing level of formality between
self-reflection and scientific inquiry. I was also deeply challenged by the scope of the work and
the time it required. The investment of time needed to produce this body of work was
overwhelming, especially during the writing of the literature review. I enjoy writing, but the
personal challenges of balancing this project with full-time work and personal life in the midst of
a global pandemic was not just the sacrifice of time that I expected, but also an exercise in
mental toughness and perseverance for myself, my spouse, and my children.

Possible Future Work
Because this project is the plan portion only, there is much left that could be done with it
in the future. Another graduate student of the Hamline University NSEE program, Victoria
Anderson, may be incorporating the content and implementation of the guide into her capstone
project, which will begin in the Fall of 2022. Working in tandem with my content expert, Erin
Franke of Eco-Migrations, these two may be able to finish the guide and get it ready for use in
the Winter season of 2023 or 2024. I may also play a role in the finalization and implementation
of this non-personal guide.
If the guide is successful for Eco-Migrations and the village of Puerto Chale, it could be
shared with like-minded companies and communities with minimal adaptation. The guide could
also be adapted for use in the classroom for students in Mexico and the United States if its
content is shareable and internet-based. I hope this project benefits environmental and science

64
educators, other researchers and practitioners in the areas of place attachment, interpretive
guides, and culturally-based ecotourism, and learners of all ages.
For my own future research, I am particularly interested in learning more about the
theories of biocentrism, which I first heard of doing the research for this capstone. The concepts
are not new to me, but I did not know the concepts had a name. I am particularly interested in
biocentrism as applied to environmental education, when overlaid with traditional and
indigenous ways of knowing. I may be pursuing this research in the near future as part of a
published collection. As it stands for this project, I hope my work will help impart the
importance to others that the environment and our connection to it and with it are inextricably
linked. How we care for the earth directly affects how it will care for us.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I have discussed some of my biggest learnings and reflections, not only in
the areas of research that I’ve studied, but also in my process and growth as a writer and student.
Research conducted for this capstone has revealed important learnings about the study and
practice of community-based ecotourism, place attachment, and interpretation, especially when
applied to non-personal interpretive guides.
Community ownership is a crucial component of successful ecotourism but so are
relationships built with well-intentioned organizations that can support these communities and
help them shift from traditional living practices to those that are sustainable as an ecotourism
destination. The proper development of interpretive guides and local planning can result in the
development of emotional attachment by visitors. This attachment may spur environmental
action as well as economic growth for these community-based ecotourism areas. An interpretive
guide that utilizes the gap of time between La Paz and Puerto Chale to educate visitors on desert
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and coastal ecologies as well as the culture and lifestyle of local people can play a key role in the
growth of area businesses and conservation efforts in the future. This can benefit the people, the
environment, and the migratory gray whales that visit there. Using the concept of biocentrism to
help explain the interconnectedness of all things in a biome can help people understand their
place in the world around them; where they fit in, where they don’t belong, and how they can
make the world a better place for generations to come.
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